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Backgrounding is the growth of steer and heifer 
beef from weaning to entering the feedlot for finishing. 
Farmers who do not want to maintain a cow herd, do 
not want to finish cattle or want to put added 
weight on their calves after weaning are considering 
the backgrounding program. Backgrounding seems to 
fit the farmer who: 
• Has extra time at certain times of the year to work 
with cattle . 
• Has good quality roughage available. 
• Wants to have a flexible cattle business. 
There are many backgrounding systems. Gen-
erally, a farmer will buy calves either in the fall or 
spring and sell them in four to six months. You may 
want a system, though, that involves buying calves in 
the fall, wintering them , followed by grazing the next 
summer and selling at 750 to 900 pounds. A back-
grounding system can be built into a cow calf opera-
tion or end up as a finishing program. Backgrounding 
is flexible. 
Buy and Sell to Make Money 
Buying and selling is very important in a back-
grounding program. Consider the type of calf to buy, 
the weight and the time of year. Successful farmers 
look for growthy, thin calves that weigh around 375 to 
425 pounds and will grade choice when fed 'OUt to mar-
ket weight. Some thin calves are light weight because 
they are unhealthy; yet others are just not capable of 
fast gains. Neither of these is going to do very well. 
Other calves are thin because their mothers were 
poor milkers , pasture was short and generally the 
calves did not get enough feed to grow. If you are 
successful at backgrounding, you should be able to tell 
the difference between these types of calves. Ex-
perience is needed to buy the calf that is thin 
because of lack of feed. You should know the market 
price and the type of cattle going to market. You 
should attend the sales and be ready to pick up 
singles, doubles and bull calves that are good buys. 
Buying calves in the spring to graze in the summer 
generally means that you are buying when the market 
prices are high and selling when the market is low. This 
means you must make your profits by adding as much 
weight as possible to the calf and at the same time 
keeping feed costs down. 
Buying calves in the fall and selling in the spring 
means that you are buying when prices are usually 
lower and selling when prices are higher. But, feed 
costs will be higher since you will not be able to get 
summer pasture gains. More labor, buildings and 
equipment is required. 
Feeding Depends 
on Your System 
To make money you should feed the calves to get 
a total weight gain of about 300 pounds per head. The 
ration you use will depend on the time of year , 
amount of pasture you have, and the kind of back-
grounding you are doing. Generally, you will want to 
feed as much as the calves will eat without getting 
them fat and without wasting feed. Buyers will not 
want your calves if they are too fat. The trick of 
backgrounding is to put lots of weight on the calf 
without getting the calf fat. The calf must have good 
growth potential to accomplish this. 
Summer Grazing 
You will be faced with two alternatives if you buy a 
calf in the spring with intentions of selling the calf in 
the fall. Pasture gains will decline as the summer 
progresses , which means that the rate of gain during a 
dry spell in August may be very small. The first 
alternative is that you may want to sell your calves in 
late July or August when pasture gains decline, since 
the calves have already put on most of their gain. 
The second alternative is that you could feed the 
calves extra feed when the pasture gains start declining, 
which will usually occur by the first part of July. 
The primary goal of feeding grain to cattle on 
pasture is to supplement but not replace pasture as a 
feed. Most experimental results show that cattle on 
pasture make more efficient use of grain when intake 
is limited. This allows you to put weight on the calf 
and still have a good rate of gain. Research has shown 
that the calves will substitute grain for the grass and that 
it will take about eight pounds of grain for one pound of 
gain. This will vary with the type of calf and the quality 
and quantity of grass. 
Which of the two alternatives will make you the 
most money? It depends on the year. Use Table 4 to 
figure costs and returns. Every year will be different, 
so be sure to do some figuring before you buy calves. 
Then you may have to make changes because of 
weather, disease or any number of other circum-
stances. 
Feeding Protein While 
on Pasture 
Work at the University of Missouri and elsewhere 
shows it is questionable if protein supplementation is 
profitable for grain rations limited-fed on grass-legume 
pastures, grasses fertilized with nitrogen or grasses in 
early stage of growth. The grain ration will not need to 
supplement the forage for protein except when pasture 
growth is poor quality because of advanced maturity 
or drought. A level of IO to 12 per cent crude 
protein in mixed feed should be adequate under most 
conditions. A mixture of 14 parts corn or milo and one 
part 40 per cent protein supplement has approximately 
11 per cent crude protein. 
Winter Feeding 
The kind of ration to feed during the winter 
depends on whether the cattle are going to be sold in 
the spring or grazed the next summer. Calves that are 
going to be grazed the next summer should be fed a 
winter ration that will result in about 1.0 to 1.25 pounds 
of gain per day. The following winter ration should 
produce this gain: 
Grass-legume hay - 14-17 lbs. fed per day 
Mineral mixture - Free choice (equal parts trace min-
eral salt and monodisodium phosphate) 
With this type of program you will usually be selling 
the calves at about 750 to 850 pounds. 
Calves to be wintered and sold in the spring should 
be fed to gain at least 1.5 or 2.0 pounds per day. The 
following hay and grain ration should produce this gain: 
Corn ...................... 5 to 6 lbs. per day 
Hay .......... ........ .... 9 to IO lbs. per day 
Protein ( 44% 
crude protein) ............... ¾ lb. per day 
Mineral mix ..................... Free choice 
(½ trace mineral salt, ½ limestone, ½ di-
calcium phosphate) 
There are many grain and hay combinations that 
will produce the gain you want. Check with the local 
University Extension Center or feed dealer to make up 
the ration you need. 
Calves that are wintered on grain should be gradual-
ly placed on the grain ration. Start the calves off on 
two pounds of grain and hay free choice. Increase grain 
one pound a head every two days until calves are fed 
the total grain allowance. Salt can be used to limit 
the amount of grain and protein supplement consumed 
per head daily. Cattle tend to consume daily about 
0. I% . of their body weight in salt when oil meals 
and grain are mixed with salt and fed free choice. A 
500-pound calf will eat about 0.5 pound of salt daily. 
This amount of salt needs to be mixed with the daily 
allowance of oil meal and/or grain that is to be limited . 
For additional information, refer to MU Guide 2070 
Salt to Limit Intake of Protein and Grain Supplements. 
Weigh Your Calves 
Weigh your calves during the feeding period to 
determine the weight gain. If you cannot weigh the 
calves , you may want to get an experienced feeder to 
estimate the daily gain for you. It is very important 
to know how much your calves are actually gaining. 
Implant Calves for Greater Gain 
Ralgro and synovex are two implants that can be 
given to calves to increase the rate of gain. Research 
has indicated that you can expect 20 to 25 pounds of 
extra pasture gain by using the implants. Implants are 
effective for about I 00 days. Calves implanted in the 
fall should be re-implanted in the spring. You may 
want to get more information from your local Extension 
Center concerning the use of implants. 
Be Alert to Disease 
Death loss can mean the difference between 
profit and loss in a backgrounding program and is a 
problem with newly purchased feeder cattle. The 
calves are under stress from being moved and are 
particularly susceptible to disease at that time. Isolate 
new calves that arrive on your farm from any 
other cattle you may have . Provide good quality hay, 
salt, and plenty of fresh water in an area as free of 
dust as possible. Feed the calves a wide spectrum anti-
biotic like aureomycin and terramycin for the first 
month you have them. Upon arrival of the calves on 
your farm, you should: 
I. Castrate bull calves. 
2. Dehorn if needed. 
3. Vaccinate for rednose. 
4. Vaccinate for blackleg. 
5. Vaccinate for shipping fever. 
6. Treat for lice. 
7. Treat for worms. 
The above practices can all be done at one time. 
Consult your local veterinarian for recommendations 
on treating new feeders. 
Most of the disease problems will probably show up 
the first month after arrival on the farm. Look at the 
calves several times a day, watching the calves that 
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Table 3. Twenty Beef Cows with Spring Calves, Wean and Background Calf1 
Description: 20 cows, March-April calves, 90% calf drop, 15% replacement, 15 calves to sell, 1% cow loss. Calves 
backgrounded after weaning to gain 2 lbs. per day and sold in March at 700 lbs. 
GROSS INCOME: 
I. Calves sold: .90 calf minus 
. 15 replacement heifer = 
. 75 x 400 lbs. 
2. Cull cows sold: .14 x 925 lbs. 
3. Total annual gross income 
CASH COSTS FOR CALVES UP TO 400 LBS: 
4. Hay 
5. Pasture 
6. Protein, salt, minerals 
7. Veterinary and drugs 
8. Bull depreciation 
9. Personal property tax and insurance 
10. Machinery and truck fuel and repairs 
11. Miscellaneous 
12. Total cash costs except marketing and interest 
(sum Lines 4 through 11) 
13. Income above cash costs (to pay cash interest, 
marketing costs, labor, and a return to capital 
invested in the cow herd, machinery, buildings, and 
equipment) (Line 3 minus Line 12) 
Guide 
per cow 
300 lbs . 
130lbs. 
1.1 T. 
11.4 AUM 
120 lbs. 
Price 
per unit 
$80/cwt. 
49 
$55 
7 
11 
Per cow 
$240.00 
64.00 
$304.00 
$60.50 
79.80 
13.20 
8.00 
7.00 
4.00 
10.00 
12.00 
$194.50 
$109.50 
Cost for 
20 cows 
$4,800 
1,280 
$6,080 
$1,210 
1,596 
264 
160 
140 
80 
200 
240 
$3,890 
$2,190 
1 These data are based on estimated average beef prices and cash costs for the period 1981-83. Each producer should 
use his own data to make the decision to sell his calves at weaning or carry them over and sell as yearlings. 
Table 4. Will It Pay To Background 15 Calves from 400 to 700 Lbs.? 
GROSS INCOME: 
1. Calf sold 
CASH COSTS FROM 400 LBS. TO 700 LBS.: 
2. Value of calves at weaning 
(Table 3, Line I) 
3. Corn 
4. Hay 
5. Protein, salt, and minerals 
6. Veterinary and drugs 
7. Death loss (2% of Line 2 plus 1% of feed costs) 
8. Feed processing and delivery 
9. Miscellaneous 
10. Total cash costs for backgrounding except for 
interest and marketing costs (add Lines 3 through 9) 
11. Value of calves plus cash costs (Line 2 + Line 10) 
12. Income above value of calves and cash costs except 
for marketing and interest as a return for back-
grounding (Line I minus Line 11) 
Guide 
per calf 
700 lbs. 
400 lbs . 
25.3 bus. 
.5 T. 
260 lbs. 
Price 
per unit 
$72/cwt. 
$80/cwt. 
3.40 
55 
11 
Per calf 
$504.00 
$320.00 
86.02 
27.50 
28.60 
5.00 
7.82 
5.00 
7.00 
$166.94 
$486.94 
$ 17.06 
Cost for 
15 calves 
$7,560 
$4,800 
1,290 
413 
429 
75 
117 
75 
105 
$2,504 
$7,304 
$ 256 
Table 5. Your Backgrounding Program 
Description: Number of calves being backgrounded 
Average weight when started 
Month started 
Estimated month to sell 
Daily gain you want 
Weight when sold 
Estimated Cash Expenses and Profits: 
I . Purchase cost: 
Number of calves _ ________ ,·~--------Price/head 
2. Grain 
3. Hay 
4. Protein supplement 
5. Salt , minerals , etc. 
6. Pasture charge 
7. Veterinarian and drugs 
8. Death loss (2% of purchase cost + I% of feed cost) 
9. Buying, selling, and transportation charge 
I 0. Personal tax and insurance 
11. Interest on borrowed money for cattle and feed 
12. Total cash costs (add Lines I through 11) 
13. Cost per head (Line 12 divided by number of head) 
14. Breakeven price (Line 13 divided by average selling 
weight per head) 
15. Estimated selling price/cwt. _________ x ________ _ 
avg. weight 
16. Estimated profits per head (Line 15 minus Line 13) for labor , 
needed facilities , principal payments, and risk 
17. Total estimated profits from backgrounding 
(Line 16 times number calves sold) 
--
fail to eat, appear tired , cough a lot, show droopy 
head and ears, or show any other signs of illness. 
It is very important that you treat calves before they 
get real sick . Consult a veterinarian for he lp. If 
possible, keep the calves in a smal l pasture so you can 
keep an eye on all of them for the first 30 days. 
Estimating How Much You 
Can Pay For Calves 
Knowing your costs and income is important if you 
are going to make money backgrounding calves. A very 
difficult part of estimating the profit in backgrounding 
is knowing what you can sell your calves for. Normally 
the selling price will be lower than the purchase 
cost since you are selling heavier calves. The big 
question is how much less will you be selling them for. 
Generally, prices will be lower in the fall than in the 
spring since there are more calves being sold in the 
fall, but even this is not always true . The amount of 
the price difference will vary from year to year. 
You wi ll want to avoid large price differences that will 
cause you to lose money. You can partial ly do this by 
keeping informed about the supply and demand for 
feeder calves and slaughter cattle. Your County Exten-
sion Specialist can supply you with this information. 
Tables I, 2, and 4 are examples of backgrounding 
programs that may be of interest to you . Instead of 
estimating the selling price, the examples in Tables 
I and 2 figure a breakeven price or a price you will 
Table 1. Steer Summer Grazed 
Description: Feed 145 days with 290 pounds gain. 
Daily gain of 2.0 pounds 
Purchased in April and marketed m 
September. 
Expenses 
Purchase Cost (400 lbs. @ 
87 ¢/lb.) * 
Corn (10.0 bu. @ $3.40) 
Hay (30 lbs. @ $55/ton) 
Pasture (4 animal @ 
$7/ AUM) 
Protein, salt , minerals, additives 
(20 lbs. @ $ I I/cwt.) 
Veterinarian and drugs 
Death loss (2% of purchase value 
plus I% of feed cost) 
Buying and selling costs 
Feed processing and delivery 
Miscellaneous 
Per Head 
$348.00 
34.00 
.83 
28.00 
2.20 
5.00 
7.61 
12.00 
4.00 
8.00 
TOTAL CASH COSTS* * . .. . ... . .. . ... . .. $449.64 
Price/cwt. you must receive to cover 
the above costs when selling at 690 
lbs. (total cash costs divided by 
selling weight) $ 65. 16 
*Calves bought in April usually cost more/cwt. than 
those purchased in November. 
**Does not include labor or interest. 
need to pay your costs . A higher price than the break-
even price will give you money to pay for new invest-
ments, debts, and living expenses. 
Table 4 considers backgrounding calves from your 
own cow herd. Two factors should be taken into 
consideration in addition to the costs listed . First, 
since you will not have any cash income from your herd 
in the fall, interest and principal payments on borrowed 
money will have to be considered. Second, since 
income will not be coming until the next year, income 
tax should be considered. If you background one year 
and not the next, you could end up with two year' s 
cattle income in one year. 
Table 5 is provided for you to estimate the costs 
and returns for your operation. This form should be 
filled out every time you are thinking about back-
grounding calves. 
Marketing 
Feeder cattle can be marketed through weekly 
community auctions and special auctions such as 
co-op feeder calf sales . Feeder cattle consigned to 
this kind of market are sold with bidding and selling 
open to the public. 
Cattle can also be sold to individual cattle feeders, 
order buyers, or dealers. Livestock dealers are inde-
pendent operators who buy and sell cattle. 
Other Information 
M. U. Guide 2072 , Feeding Grain to Beef Cattle on 
Pasture , M. U. Guide 2081, Minerals for Beef Cattle 
Supplements, and M. U. Guide 2090, Growth Stimu-
lants (Implants), may be obtained from your Uni-
versity Extension Center. 
Table 2. Steer Wintered for Feedlot 
Description: Feed 150 days with 300 pounds gain. 
Daily gain of 2.0 pounds. 
Purchased in November and sold in May 
Expenses 
Purchase Cost (400 lbs. @ 
83 ¢/lb.) 
Corn (25.3 bu. @ $3.40) 
Hay (765 lbs. @ $55/ton) 
Protein, salt, mineral, additives 
(260 lbs. @ $1 I/cwt.) 
Veterinarian and drugs 
Death loss (2% of purchase value 
plus 1% of feed cost) 
Buying and selling costs 
Feed processing and delivery 
Miscellaneous 
Per Head 
$ 332.00 
86.02 
21.04 
28.60 
6.00 
8.00 
12.00 
6.00 
8 .00 
TOTAL CASH COSTS** . .......... . .... . $507.66 
Price/cwt. you must receive to cover 
the above costs when selling at 700 
lbs. (total cash costs divided by 
selling weight) 
** Does not include labor or interest. 
$ 72.52 
■ Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension Work Acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914 in cooperation with the United States Department 
of Agriculture. Leonard C. Douglas , Director, Cooperative Extension Service , University of Missouri and Lincoln University, Columbia, 
Missouri 65211. ■ An equal opportunity institution. 
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